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John Works
MOVING
We d id n ’t know anybody. I was waiting to  s tart a new teaching jo b  in 
Seabrook , Texas. Right outside of H ous ton ,  near  N A SA . Doris  had taken  a 
jo b  at G ru m m an , in personnel. She had  personnel experience. In  M ichigan , 
she had w orked at Chrysler.
We had been in Texas for five weeks. It was A ugust and  hot. Every weekend 
the freeway to the beaches in Galveston was packed.
I w asn’t doing anything. Browsing th ro u g h  tex tbooks , mainly ju s t  waiting. 
I was going to be teaching eighth and nin th  graders A m erican  Civilization. I 
had been to the school: it was clean and new, with large playing fields behind. I 
was very excited. S eab rook  was boom ing  and  there was lots o f  room  for 
advancem ent.
Then  one S a tu rday  I saw D oris  walking out of a record  store with a n o th e r  
man. He was a big, beefy guy with a m ustache  th a t  d ro o p ed  over the ends of 
his m ou th  and m ade him look sort of like a M exican  bandit ,  or a disc jockey. 
They were walking slowly and  he had his a rm  a ro u n d  her.
This had happened  before. Ju s t  once, right a fter we had m oved to 
Michigan, six years ago. F o r  a while things were real bad between us, bu t we 
got over it, with time. I th ink, in the long run, it even m ade us closer. I t’s funny 
how things like tha t  will d raw  you closer together.
I have to adm it,  Doris is an a ttractive w om an . N o t flashy, ju s t  nice. 
Athletic. She likes to  swim and  run and bowl, and  she was glad to  com e to 
Texas, because of the weather. H er bod y ’s tr im , and  she likes to  w ear clothes 
that show it. Pull-over shirts, slacks, things like that. She’s always watched  her 
weight.
I knew w hat was going on, but I d id n ’t say any th ing  a b o u t  it all week. T he 
last time, in M ichigan, I had handled the s itua tion  the w rong  way. T here  had 
been a lot of resentm ent and  h idden  anger. This time, I w an ted  to  do  it 
differently. I wanted to get it all out in the open.
I was hoping no b o d y ’s feelings would get hurt.
The next S a tu rday  I followed them. It w asn’t hard. Doris  left her car in a 
crowded shopping center pa rk ing  lot and  got in with him. He was driving a 
Rabbit,  with California  license plates.
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They drove straight to his place, a brand-new condom inium  on a street 
called Sunshine Terrace. There was no grass in front of them, just rectangles 
of red clay between the driveways, and metal signs that said “ For Sale,” and 
“Now Leasing.” In front of some of them were little trees braced with wires 
and wooden supports. Not all of the units were finished. In a few of them I 
could see carpenters and painters putting on the finishing details.
I parked at the end of the street and watched them walk up the drive to the 
front door. They didn’t look around or anything. They weren’t nervous at all. 
Funny how people can do something like that and not be nervous about it.
I waited in my car, with the air-conditioner running. I knew this was bad for 
the car, but it was hot as hell and I was nervous and sweating a lot. I d idn’t 
know what to do. I kept changing the radio stations and bouncing my heels on 
the floorboard. I never took my eyes off the front door. I don’t know what 1 
was thinking about. I guess I was wondering what they were doing in there, 
wondering if he had a water bed or something like that, and if they were doing 
all those things you read about in dirty magazines. I know how some people 
are really wierd about sex, how they like things that they can’t tell their 
husbands about. I was wondering if Doris was like that. It seemed to me that 
we had a decent enough sex life, it wasn’t anything great, but it was all right.
I sat in that car and got more and more nervous. After about fifteen 
minutes, I couldn’t take it anymore. I was going mad, sitting in that car, 
thinking about what my wife and that man were doing in that place. 1 got out 
of the car and walked up to the front door. I still d idn’t know what I was going 
to do.
Like I said, it was hot, and I was real nervous, and by the time I got there, I 
was really sweating. My shirt was stuck to my stomach, and against my back, 
and I was wet beneath each arm. There were pine trees across the street, but 
the ones that would have cast shade over the condominiums had been cut 
down. You could still see the stumps in the clay, flat circular discs that looked 
out of place and sick.
There was music coming from behind the door. I waited for a while before I 
rang the bell. It sounded like Frank Sinatra, somebody like that. For  a 
minute, I thought about just turning around and going home. But then, when 
she walked in, what would there be to say? I couldn’t think of any other way to
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do it. I’ve always been a person to get right to the point, to  no t pu t  things off. 
You know what I mean?
I like to think that I run my own life.
I decided to get it over with. I rang the bell. If it m ean t  the end of my 
marriage, then I figured 1 would just  have to  deal with th a t  when it happened .
It’s hard to th ink clearly ab o u t  the end of your  m arriage. These days, 
marriage is a calculated risk, th a t ’s ab o u t  the only way to  look  at it. You ju s t  
waste time worrying ab o u t  it. At least, th a t ’s the way I see it. A nd  after all, who 
ever heard of a perfect marriage? They all have their  ups and  dow ns, right? 
Everybody knows that.
No one came to the door. I could still hear the music. I th o u g h t  I saw a 
curta in  move, but I w asn’t too  sure. I was very anx ious  and  I could have been 
seeing a lot of things tha t weren’t happening. W h a t  I really w anted  was to  talk  
to somebody. Go to a bar, have some drinks, and  talk. See w ha t a friend 
would do in the same spot. But I d id n ’t know  anyone. I d id n ’t even know  any 
good bars.
A red Oldsmobile slowed dow n at the curb. There  was a m an  driving, and  
he leaned over and began poin ting  a t  the condom in ium s. A w o m an  with d a rk  
glasses sat beside him. She was nodd ing  her head. They  s topped  and  got out. 
On the side of the car was a plastic sign held to the car with magnets. It said, 
“T ow n and C oun try  R ealtors .”
The m an had a white nam e plate on his coat. They  went up the walk in fron t 
of the next unit.
“ How ya’ doing?” he asked. He had a key in his hand  with a big, yellow key 
ring.
“ Fine,” I said. “Ju s t  fine.”
W hat else was I supposed to say?
When they went in the next apa r tm en t ,  I rang the bell again. T he  music was 
still going. Then  som eone tu rned  it off and  I heard  voices.
I though t one o f  them  was D oris ’s, but actually  I w asn’t sure. F o r  a second I 
though t tha t  maybe there were m ore than  ju s t  the two of them  in there. T h a t  
was really bad. It’s strange, after seven years of marriage, hearing  a w o m a n ’s 
voice on the o ther side of a locked door ,  and th inking  it’s you r  wife’s, and  not 
being sure. I was hoping th a t  it w asn’t hers, tha t  it w asn’t her th a t  I had seen 
walking up the drive, tha t  this was all some kind of joke , me stand ing  on  the
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porch of some condom inium  in a strange town, with pine trees at my back and 
five yacht brokers not half a mile away, ringing a door  bell to talk to my wife 
about what? A bout something. Hell, I d idn’t even know what 1 was going to 
say. It w asn’t like I was going to punch the guy out or anything. I wasn’t going 
to drag her from the house. I figured if she wanted to stay with the guy, okay. I 
guess.
Some things you just can’t figure out. You can think about them forever, 
and it w on’t do any good.
The doo r  opened. The guy with the mustache was standing there with his 
hand on the knob. His shirt was opened partway and I could see all this chest 
hair. There was a bracelet on his wrist, made of silver and turquoise, a big 
heavy thing, like you see in Arizona and New Mexico.
I could feel the cold air pouring out the front door.
“W hy do n ’t we talk?” I asked. I shrugged, palms up, I suppose to show him 
that 1 wasn’t interested in violence.
At first he d idn’t say anything. He was a big guy: I could see where his thighs 
strained against his pants, and his stomach bulged over his belt.
“O kay,” he said, finally, after looking at me. He was nervous, too. I could 
tell by the way he kept blinking. But 1 was glad he wasn’t going to play any 
games, like what do you want and who are you, that sort of thing. I guess he 
knew he was caught.
He motioned me into the living room. Doris was sitting on a couch in the 
center of the room. She was eating potato  chips. There was a drink in her 
hand.
“I’ll get you a drink,” the man said. He went into the kitchen and left us 
alone.
Doris w ouldn’t look at me. She kept staring at the green curtains which 
were draw n across the front window. Every now and then she leaned forward 
and put a potato  chip in her mouth.
“D o n ’t be m ad,” she said. She was still looking at the curtains. She had 
picked up a video cassette tape from the coffee table and was turning it over 
and over in her hands. There was a picture of Paul Newman on it.
“ I’m sorry, Wayne.”
I could see her th roat vibrating. Her skin had turned pale and chalky, and 
her m outh  hung open slightly.
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I felt awful, like I shou ld n ’t have come, like I had m ade a terrible mistake. I 
w ondered if m aybe there was some other way.
Things change when som eth ing  like this happens.
I sat dow n in a canvas chair. I could hear him m aking  my drink  in the 
kitchen. The room  was cold and there w asn’t m uch furn iture  in it. There  were 
three boxes from  Bekins under a chandelier in the d in ing area, and  in the 
living area, where we were, there was ju s t  a couch and two chairs. T h a t  and  all 
sorts of electronic stuff. One wall was lined with m achines, all of them  on  the 
floor. There was a big Sony TV, a video tape  recorder, a stereo set, and  a hom e 
com pu te r  from  R adio  Shack. Cassette  tapes and  records were stacked in a 
corner. Wires ran all over the place.
The m an came back in with my drink. “ R u m  and  T a b ,” he said. “T h a t  okay? 
. . . it’s all I’ve got.”
“Sure .”
We were all nervous, d rink ing  fast. I reached over and  to o k  a handfu l of 
po ta to  chips.
“Well,” he said. He was stand ing  in fron t of the TV, with one hand  in his 
pocket, the o ther holding his drink. There  were two pens in his shirt pocket. 
He wore black loafers, with rubber  soles.
“Jus t  move in?” I asked. I felt like I had to say something.
“Transferred . F ro m  C aliforn ia .”
“N A S A ?”
“G ru m m a n .”
“Yeah. W hat kind of th ing  do you do?”
“ Research chemist . . . w ork  with lubrica tion  systems. Solid lubrican ts .”
Doris finished her drink.
“ How  ab o u t  ano ther?” he asked.
I finished off mine and held up my glass. “T h a n k s .”
He went back into the kitchen, and we heard  the refr igerator  d o o r  open, 
and ice cubes d ropp ing  into the glasses.
“Well, w hat ab o u t  it?” I asked.
“ I met him in the cafeteria. He has two children, W ayne. His wife w o u ld n ’t 
come with him. She w ou ldn ’t leave San  Jose .” D oris  looked tired, confused. 
She had a p o ta to  chip in her hand  and she was tapp ing  against the  table with 
it.
“ Doris, this has happened  before .”
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“ I know. I ju s t  . .
“ I need to know , Doris.  I guess I sh o u ld n ’t have com e in here like this, b u t  I 
need to know. We need som e kind of  unders tand ing .  T here  shou ld  be m ore  
. . . m ore  openness .”
She kept look ing  a t  the table, ta p p in g  on it. The  p o ta to  chip crum bled . 
“ 1 need to  kn o w ,” I said.
“ W hat?”
“ 1 m ean , w ha t  now? Is this going to  go on? W h a t?”
“ You m ean  where do  we s tand?” H er  eyes were red. It was the  rum. She 
usually  d o esn ’t d r ink  an y th ing  bu t wine.
It was cold in there. T he  a ir -cond i t ione r  m ust have been set on  sixty, an d  it 
was b lowing right on  me. He cam e back  and  h anded  us o u r  drinks.
“ I’m so rry ,” he said. “ Let me tell you, I’m sorry. I d o n ’t know  w hat 
happened .  I got here and  . . . you see, I’ve got a family. In Californ ia ,  S an  
Jose . I never expected  this. I d id n ’t plan  it. I d id n ’t p lan  it a t  all.”
“ I’m sorry  to o ,” I said. “ A b o u t  all of  this. I ju s t  had  to  know . C o m e to som e 
sort of  unders tand ing .  I ca n ’t pu t things off.”
“ My wife w o u ld n ’t com e here. She lived in H o u s to n  once, w hen  she was 
m arried  before. She said it was awful. T he  heat. But it was m ore  th a n  that.  I 
know .”
“ It w asn ’t any th ing , was it Ray?” Doris asked. “ I m ean , it w asn ’t serious, 
was it?”
“ No. I guess . . .  it w asn ’t serious .”
“ It was like we were scared or  som eth ing ,  W ayne. H ones t .”
“ But th a t ’s w ha t  I’m for, Doris. T h a t ’s w hat I’m for. I’m  your  h u sb a n d .” 
“ I’m so rry .”
Ray walked to the cu r ta in s  and  looked  out.  T h e n  he w alked  back  to  where 
he had been s tanding , aga inst  the wall with all the  equ ipm ent .  “ I d o n ’t w an t 
this to end you r  m arriage.  T h a t  w ould  be te rr ib le .”
He had one hand  on the T V  set. N o b o d y  spoke fo r  awhile. I looked  at him  
and  I could  see th a t  if he shaved off his m ustache  he w ould  look  like a pudgy  
kid.
“ N o ,” I said. “ It w ould  be.”
I finished my drink .  D oris  held her glass aga inst  her fo rehead  with b o th  
hands.
71
John Work,P
“W hy d o n ’t we go home?” I suggested.
Ray coughed. “W hy d o n ’t you stay? I could get some m ore rum. T h ere ’s a 
liquor store in the shopping center. We could talk, watch H B O .”
D oris  knocked  a video cassette tape  off the coffee table with her knee. I 
picked it up and  put it back. It was the one with Pau l N ew m an  on  it.
“No. Thanks, but we’d better go .” I helped D oris  up and  we started  for the 
door.
“Are you sure?”
We went out into the bright a fte rnoon  sun. “T h an k s  for the dr inks .”
“A nytim e.”
I drove north , tow ard  La Porte. I d idn ’t feel like going home. O u r  
apa r tm en t  was a small place, and  the w indow  looked over a K -M art  park ing  
lot. The air-conditioner d id n ’t w ork  right and it was always either too  hot or 
too cold. I wanted ano th e r  drink, or som eth ing  to  eat. All o f  a sudden  I was 
hungry. Doris d id n ’t talk. She jus t  stared out the w indow  at the refineries and 
chemical plants. Every now and then, we could see tankers  out in G alveston 
Bay.
The sun was low and behind some clouds. T he sky was a beautiful, hazy 
pink. “ Pretty  sky,” I said.
“They say it’s like this a lot,” D oris  said. “ It’s all the ju n k  in the a ir .”
“ I’m hungry ,” I said. “ H ow  ab o u t  Burger King?”
72
